There have been many anecdotal accounts of individuals who self-identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual only to relinquish these identities later. The current study examines this phenomenon among a sample of young nonheterosexual women who underwent 3 interviews over a 5-year period. Over a quarter of these women relinquished their lesbian/bisexual identities during this period: half reclaimed heterosexual identities and half gave up all identity labels. These women did not differ from those who maintained lesbian/bisexual identities regarding the age at which they underwent sexual identity milestones, the factors that precipitated their sexual questioning, or their recollection of childhood "indicators" of same-sex sexuality. Women who relinquished their identities for heterosexual identities had smaller ratios of same-sex to other-sex attractions across the 5-year assessment period, but their attractions did not significantly change. Only 1 woman described her previous same-sex identification as a phase; the rest emphasized changes in how they interpreted or acted on their attractions.
When an individual "comes out" as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, the transition is typically presumed to be permanent. Yet there are numerous cases-described in memoirs, media reports, and retrospective studies-of individuals who come out as lesbian, gay, or bisexual and then relinquish these identities later on. One recent and widely publicized example is Anne Heche (2001) , an actress who began identifying as lesbian when she became romantically involved with the comedian Ellen Degeneres. After their relationship dissolved, she stopped openly identifying as lesbian and became engaged to a man. In many college communities, women that come out as lesbian during their college years, only to drop this identification after graduating, are jokingly called "LUGs," or "lesbian until graduation" (Davis, 1999; Kyrakanos, 1998; Rimer, 1993) .
What accounts for such cases? Although one might suspect that individuals who relinquish sexual-minority (i.e., nonheterosexual) identities are retreating from the stigma attached to same-sex sexuality, many such individuals had openly embraced their sexual-minority status. A more provocative possibility is that such individuals were never "really" gay to begin with, and that their temporary lesbian/gay/bisexual identification stemmed from confusion or curiosity rather than an intrinsic same-sex orientation. This interpretation is premised on the widely acknowledged distinction between sexual orientation and sexual identity. Sexual orientation is generally understood as an essential, earlydeveloping, stable predisposition to experience sexual attractions for persons of the same sex, the other sex, or both sexes (Bell, Weinberg, & Hammersmith, 1981; Money, 1988) . Sexual identity, in contrast, refers to the self-concept an individual organizes around this predisposition (Cass, 1984) , typically labeled (in this culture) "heterosexual," "gay," "lesbian," or "bisexual."
Identity and orientation do not always coincide, and this accounts for the aforementioned notion of the "false lesbian." As research on sexual orientation has increasingly emphasized its potential developmental antecedents (Bailey & Zucker, 1995; Bell et al., 1981; Green, 1987; Phillips & Over, 1992 SavinWilliams, 1998; Zuger, 1984) , a set of implicit developmental criteria has gradually emerged by which "true" sexual minorities (i.e., those with same-sex orientations) might be distinguished from "false" ones (i.e., those without such orientations). Specifically, the former are presumed to have experienced the onset of their same-sex sexuality at an early age, independent of external influences, and to have more exclusive same-sex attractions and behavior (Burch, 1993) . If these are, in fact, markers of an essential and enduring same-sex orientation, then sexual minorities with these characteristics should be unlikely to relinquish their sexualminority identities over time. The current study provides the first systematic test of this hypothesis, using a sample of young women who first identified as sexual minorities in their teens and early 20s, and who have undergone three structured interviews about their sexual identity over a 5-year period.
Relinquishing a Sexual-Minority Identity
The notion that individuals who relinquish lesbian/gay/bisexual identities were never authentically gay does not imply that such individuals never experienced same-sex attractions or enjoyed same-sex behavior. Rather, such experiences are presumed to have been triggered by temporary situational factors, such as exposure to an unusually gay-positive environment. The resulting differentiation between sexual minorities whose same-sex sexuality is an enduring sexual predisposition and those for whom it is situational (and hence transitory) has a long history in the scientific and popular literature on sexual orientation (Bergler, 1954; Defries, 1976; Goode & Haber, 1977) . Some of the factors suggested to precipitate situational same-sex sexuality include "play, exploration, lack of opposite-gender partners, hazing, initiation rituals, intoxication, sexual frustration, prostitution, boredom, opportunism, curiosity, and mistakes" (Muscarella, 1999, p. 9) . Developmental stage is also presumed important: Situational same-sex sexuality is thought to be particularly likely during adolescence and young adulthood, partly because of a greater social tolerance for experimentation (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994) . Ideological dissatisfaction with the institution of heterosexuality also plays a role, yielding the phenomenon of the "political lesbian" (Cass, 1990; Golden, 1994; Whisman, 1996) . Another precipitating factor is the formation of an unusually close same-sex friendship that unexpectedly gives rise to sexual feelings (reviewed in Diamond, in press ). There appears to be greater preoccupation with the enduring/situational dichotomy as it applies to women than to men (Whisman, 1996) , reflecting tacit acknowledgment that women's same-sex desires and behaviors appear to be more sensitive than men's to situational and contextual factors (Baumeister, 2000; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1990; Esterberg, 1994; Golden, 1996; Whisman, 1996) .
Sexual Minorities' Developmental Histories
As noted above, both researchers and laypeople have gravitated toward a set of implicit developmental criteria for distinguishing enduring from situational same-sex sexuality. Specifically, authentic lesbians are presumed to have first experienced same-sex attractions at earlier ages, to have had childhood indicators of homosexuality such as gender atypicality, and to have initially questioned their sexuality on the basis of internal same-sex desires rather than situational factors (Burch, 1993; Ettore, 1980; Golden, 1994; Muscarella, 1999; Ponse, 1984; Whisman, 1996) . These criteria derive from the widespread conceptualization of sexual orientation as an early developing, fixed trait (Bailey & Pillard, 1995; Bem, 1996; Ellis & Ebertz, 1997; Gladue, 1993 ).
Yet there is extensive variability among sexual minorities regarding these developmental factors, particularly among women. Fewer sexual-minority women than men report an early onset of same-sex attractions or behavior, or recall gender-atypical ideation or behavior (Bailey & Zucker, 1995; Herdt & Boxer, 1993; SavinWilliams, 1990 SavinWilliams, , 1998 . More sexual-minority women than men report that their sexual questioning was not initially triggered by same-sex desires, but by ideological factors, social reference groups, and a rejection of or commitment to particular socialpolitical roles (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1990; Cass, 1990; Esterberg, 1994; Nichols, 1990; Whisman, 1996) . Because such experiences are inconsistent with the notion of sexual orientation as an early-developing, intrinsic trait, many women with such experiences express ambivalence about the true nature of their sexuality (Golden, 1996) . As writer Minnie Bruce Pratt (1995) articulated, "Was I heterosexual in adolescence only to become lesbian in my late twenties? Was I lesbian always but coerced into heterosexuality? Was I a less authentic lesbian than my friends who had 'always known' that they were sexually and affectionally attracted to other women?" (p. 11).
The only nonanecdotal evidence for the presumed link between one's developmental history and one's future identity comes from Weinberg, Williams, and Pryor's (1994) study of heterosexual, gay/lesbian, and bisexual adults. They found that the sexual profile that individuals eventually settled into generally concorded with their earliest recollected desires and experiences. In other words, men and women that ended up considering themselves gay or lesbian were those whose earliest sexual desires were experienced for the same sex, whereas those who ended up considering themselves heterosexual reported that their earliest sexual desires were experienced for the other sex. Of course, these data are subject to retrospective distortion: Because it is widely believed that sexual orientation expresses itself at an early age, sexual-minority individuals reflecting on their childhoods often selectively attend to events and experiences that are consistent with their current identity, attractions, and behavior (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1990; Shuster, 1987) . One way to minimize this bias is to assess sexual minorities' developmental trajectories far in advance of assessing later changes in sexual identity, as in the current study.
Nonexclusive Attractions and Behavior
Historically, models of sexual identity development have focused only on individuals with exclusive same-sex attractions (e.g., Rotheram-Borus & Fernandez, 1995; Troiden, 1988; Zera, 1992) . This pattern reflects the long-standing assumption that lesbian/gay individuals are the most common and representative "types" of sexual minorities. Yet when it comes to women, this is not the case. In Laumann et al.'s (1994) national, representative sample of American adults, the majority of American women who reported experiencing same-sex attractions also reported experiencing other-sex attractions. Also, two thirds of the adult women who reported a female sexual partner in the previous 5 years also reported having a male partner during the same time period. Of importance, many surveys have found that these patterns of nonexclusive attractions and behavior are found even among women who considered themselves lesbian (rather than bisexual) (Rust, 1992; San Francisco Department of Public Health, 1993) .
Of course, the key question is whether such women were always somewhat attracted to men, despite identifying as lesbian, or whether their overall pattern of attractions (and, hence, their underlying orientation 1 ) has actually changed over time. There is more empirical support for the former scenario than the latter, given that prior studies have detected few large-scale changes over time in self-reported ratios of same-sex to other-sex attractions (Diamond, 2000b; Pattatucci & Hamer, 1995) . Yet, the question of change deserves continued investigation, particularly among women who relinquish their sexual-minority identities. If these women's attractions have actually changed, then identity relinquishment might represent a straightforward "updating" of identity. If their attractions have not changed, then identity relinquishment might instead represent a new interpretation of one's attractions. The current research examines both of these possibilities (which, importantly, are not mutually exclusive) by comparing the 5-year trajectories of same-sex and other-sex attractions in women who relinquished versus maintained their sexual-minority identities, and by assessing women's own explanations for identity changes.
The Current Study
The aim of this study is to determine whether sexual-minority women who have relinquished their sexual-minority identities over a 5-year period have significantly different developmental histories, attractions, and behaviors than those who have maintained their sexual-minority identities during this period. Of importance, the categorization of women into these two groups should not be taken to suggest that such groupings represent women's "final" identity outcomes. For example, some women with stable sexualminority identifications might relinquish their identities in the future. Yet, given the amount of time that has passed since these women were first assessed, these groupings appear to provide a reliable preliminary test of the presumed differences between enduring versus situational same-sex sexuality.
With regard to developmental histories, it is hypothesized that women who have relinquished their sexual-minority identities will have reported (5 years previously) a later age of first same-sex attractions, sexual questioning, same-sex sexual contact, and/or sexual-minority identification. It is also hypothesized that these women will be less likely to have reported (5 years previously) that their sexual questioning was prompted by generalized same-sex attractions, and more likely to have reported that their questioning was prompted by situational factors such as exposure to sexualminority ideas/individuals or by the formation of an unusually close same-sex friendship. With regard to attractions and behavior, it is expected that women who have relinquished their sexualminority identities will have reported smaller ratios of same-sex to other-sex sexual and emotional attractions across the entire 5-year assessment period, and that their same-sex attractions and behavior have declined over time. Finally, content analyses of women's narrative explanations of their sexual identity trajectories will be conducted to determine how they experience and interpret the process of identity relinquishment.
Method
Participants. Participants were 80 nonheterosexual women between the ages of 18 and 25 years who were initially interviewed as part of a longitudinal study of sexual identity development among young women (Diamond, 1998 (Diamond, , 2000a (Diamond, , 2000b . The original sample contained 89 women; 9 women could not be located for follow-up. Two follow-up interviews were conducted over the phone; the first took place 2 years after the initial assessment and the second took place 5 years after the initial assessment. Initial sampling took place across a wide range of settings, including lesbian, gay, and bisexual community events (i.e., picnics, parades, social events) and youth groups in two moderately sized cities and a number of smaller urban and rural communities in central New York state (35% of sample), classes on gender and sexuality issues taught at a large, private university in central New York (36%), and lesbian, gay, and bisexual student groups at a large private university, a large public university, and a small, private, women's college in central New York (29%). This sampling strategy has known limitations: For example, organized community groups and activities tend to underrepresent sexual-minority individuals who do not openly identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Although this is less of a problem when recruiting from college courses on gender and sexuality, such courses typically overrepresent White, highly educated, upper-middle-class women. Overall, three fourths of respondents came from families in which at least one parent had completed college, and nearly two thirds came from families in which at least one parent had a professional/technical occupation. In all, 85% of respondents were White, 5% African American, 9% Latina, and 1% Asian American.
In each setting, the principal investigator described the nature and aims of the research, explained the selection criteria (rejection or questioning of heterosexual identification) and distributed flyers describing the research. Interested participants provided their names and phone numbers to the principal investigator at that time or contacted the principal investigator by phone or e-mail. Ninety-five percent of women attending lesbian, gay, or bisexual youth/student groups or community events volunteered for the study; those who declined to volunteer cited lack of interest as the reason. Response rates for college classes on gender and sexuality are inestimable because it is unknown how many students in each class met the selection criteria. As with all research on sexual-minority populations, women who are uncomfortable with their sexuality or with disclosing personal details about their sexual questioning are likely to be underrepresented.
At the beginning of each interview, each woman was asked, "How do you currently label your sexual identity to yourself, even if it's different from what you might tell other people? If you don't apply a label to your sexual identity, please say so." Lesbian-and bisexual-identified women were categorized according to their chosen identity labels. Women who declined to attach a label to their sexuality were classified as unlabeled. At the first assessment, the mean and median age of the participants was 19 years; at the third assessment, the mean and median age of the participants was 25 years. There were no significant age differences across settings or sexual identity categories.
Procedures. Time 1 (T1) assessments were scripted, face-to-face interviews conducted with each woman by the primary investigator, approximately 90% of which lasted between 1 and 1.5 hr. When possible, interviews were conducted in a university office. When this was not feasible, interviews were conducted at a location of the participant's choosing, usually her home. Because of the sensitivity of the subject matter, interviews were not tape-recorded. Detailed notes were taken during the interview by the primary investigator and transcribed immediately afterward. The primary investigator reinterviewed participants over the phone 2 years later (Time 2 [T2]) and again after an additional 3 years (Time 3 [T3] ). Both the T2 and T3 interviews followed a standard script reassessing the major variables assessed at T1, and lasted between 20 and 30 min. Verbatim typed transcriptions were taken of the T2 interviews while they were being conducted; T3 interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed.
A total of 4 lesbians, 1 bisexual, and 4 unlabeled participants could not be relocated at T2. At T3, an additional 3 lesbians and 1 bisexual could not be located, but the 4 unlabeled women who had been missing at T2 were successfully recontacted. Thus, the T3 sample contained 90% of the original respondents: 25 of the original 27 bisexuals, all 24 of the original 24 unlabeled women, and 31 of the original 38 lesbians. None of the women who were recontacted declined to be reinterviewed. During the consent procedure for each interview, women were informed that they would be asked about their prior and current sexual attractions, behaviors, and identification. The confidentiality of the interview was stressed, and each participant was instructed of her right to refrain from answering any of the interview questions or to terminate the interview at any time. None of the participants did so. At the close of each interview, women were given the opportunity to revise their answers to any of the questions or to add additional remarks.
As described in the first report on this sample (Diamond, 1998) , T1 interviews assessed the age at which participants first consciously questioned their sexual identity, first experienced a same-sex attraction, first engaged in same-sex contact, and first openly adopted a sexual-minority identity. Women also described the specific context in which they first questioned their sexual identity, and these responses were coded into three categories by independent raters. The context of first questioning was coded as exposure to facilitating environment if the participant reported that her sexual questioning was precipitated by one of the following events: meeting, hearing about, or otherwise learning about lesbian/gay/bisexual people, discovering that a friend had same-sex attractions, discussing issues related to sexual orientation with friends, dating a bisexual man, or becoming the object of another woman's sexual interest. The context of first questioning was coded as same-sex attractions if the participant reported that her questioning was precipitated by an awareness of sexual desires for women, unusual closeness to women, fascination with women's bodies or women's beauty, intentional sexual contact with another woman, or distinct disinterest in men. The context of first questioning was coded as single emotional bond if a woman reported that the same-sex feelings that precipitated her sexual questioning were limited to a singular emotional same-sex friendship that did not (at least at that time) generalize to other women. Coders were trained to .90 reliability over a period of 10 hr per judge. Cohen's kappas, calculated for approximately 20% of the total sample, were as follows: ϭ .80 for presence of childhood indicators; ϭ .79 for context of first questioning.
Independent raters also coded women's narratives for the presence or absence of childhood indicators of sexual orientation. Childhood indicators were coded as present if the participant reported any of the following experiences prior to the age of 13: same-sex attractions, fascination with women's bodies or women's beauty, gender atypicality, feelings of differentness, or a notable disinterest in boys. Only those experiences perceived by the young woman as frequent or distinctive enough to deviate from normative female childhood were tabulated.
To assess same-sex attractions, women were asked at each interview to report the percentage of their total attractions that were directed toward the same sex on a day-to-day basis; separate estimates were provided for sexual versus emotional attractions. This yields an estimate of the relative frequency of same-sex versus other-sex attractions, regardless of the intensity of these attractions or the total number of sexual attractions experienced on a day-to-day basis. Such ratios of same-sex to other-sex attractions are generally taken to represent one's underlying sexual predisposition for women, men, or both, and are commonly represented as "Kinsey ratings" (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948) between 0 (exclusive other-sex attractions) and 6 (exclusive same-sex attractions). This measurement approach has been criticized for its implicit presumption that same-sex sexuality varies in inverse proportion to other-sex sexuality. For example, Shively and DeCecco (1977) recommended conceptualizing heterosexuality and homosexuality as independent, parallel dimensions rather than opposite ends of a single, bipolar continuum. However, the validity and practical significance of such an approach remain unknown. Recent reviews summarizing over 100 studies of sexual orientation found that almost none measured same-sex and other-sex attractions as parallel, independent dimensions (Sell, 1996) . Furthermore, prior research (Rust, 1992; Sell, 1996) has indicated that sexual-minority individuals themselves view their ratio of same-sex to other-sex attractions as critical "evidence" of their underlying sexual orientation. Prior research has established that self-reported percentages of same-sex versus other-sex attractions show excellent test-retest reliability.
2 To assess sexual behavior, participants were asked to report the total number of men and women with whom they engaged in sexual contact (defined as any sexually motivated intimate contact) between T1 and T2 and between T2 and T3. This information was translated into percentages, so that 100% represents exclusive same-sex behavior and 0% represents exclusive other-sex behavior.
During T3 interviews, women were prompted to describe how they currently perceived their sexual identity and how they interpreted any changes they had undergone. Content analysis was used to code for the following themes in these responses: ambivalence about labeling, uncertainty about the future, love depends on the person and not the gender, labels are limiting, and sexuality is fluid. Transcripts were coded by independent raters who were trained to 90% reliability over a period of approximately 10 hr per judge. Interrater reliabilities were calculated for 20% of the sample using Cohen's kappas, and ranged from .67 to .83.
Results
Because of the sample size, many analyses have low power for the detection of small effects. With ␣ ϭ .05, two-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) comparing the maintain and relinquish groups had power of .80 to detect moderate effects in which 9% of variance in the dependent measure was explained by relinquishment status (Murphy & Myors, 1998) . These are plausible effect sizes, translating into a difference of 1.4 years for age of first questioning, first sexual contact, and first identification. Nonetheless, all analyses are accompanied by effect size estimates to facilitate interpretation of both significant and null findings, and trend-level effects ( p Ͻ .10) are described as such when detected. Table 1 provides descriptive data on the attractions and behavior of women who identified as lesbian, bisexual, unlabeled, or heterosexual at each of the assessment periods. Forty-eight percent of women changed their sexual identity label between T1 and T3, and Table 2 summarizes these changes. Altogether, 22 women (27% of the sample) relinquished their lesbian/bisexual identities for heterosexual or unlabeled identities between T1 and T3. It should be noted that 2 women in the sample relinquished their unlabeled identities for heterosexual identities between T1 and T2 and then reidentified as unlabeled at T3. These women are still classified in the "relinquishment" group because regardless of their current (or future) identity, they clearly moved away from sexual-minority identification between T1 and T3, which is the defining characteristic of the relinquishment group. In contrast, women who remained unlabeled at each of the three assessments are classified in the maintained identity group.
It should also be noted that the relinquishment group contains two subgroups: women who gave up sexual-minority identities for heterosexual identities (n ϭ 10) and women who gave up sexualminority identities for unlabeled identities (n ϭ 12). Although both of these transitions qualify as relinquishments, it is not known whether they represent the same type of experience and whether they are motivated by similar factors. Thus, although these groups are combined for all primary analyses, analyses are repeated with these subgroups uncombined to assess similarities and differences between these two identity trajectories. Given the small sizes of these subgroups, these ancillary analyses have lower statistical power (relinquishment status must account for 11% of variance in the dependent variable to be detectable at the .05 level with power 2 To assess the reliability of the measure of relative frequency of samesex attractions, 2-week test-retest data were collected from a sample of 26 sexual-minority men (75% gay, 13% bisexual, 12% unlabeled) and 18 sexual-minority women (22% lesbian, 39% bisexual, 39% unlabeled) recruited from gay, lesbian, and bisexual organizations at Cornell University, where 38% of the original sample was recruited. No participants changed sexual identity labels over the 2-week period. The correlation between the first and second assessment of the percentage of sexual attractions directed toward the same-sex was .99 among both men and women. The mean absolute difference between the two assessments was 4 points among women (SD ϭ 4) and 3 points among men (SD ϭ 3). The mean raw difference was Ϫ2 among women (SD ϭ 5) and Ϫ1 among men (SD ϭ 4). Thus, this measure is highly reliable.
of .80). Thus, detailed descriptive statistics and effect sizes are provided for these comparisons.
Before moving on to the primary analyses, it bears noting that women who identified as lesbian at T1 or T2 were less likely to relinquish their identities than women who had identified as bisexual or unlabeled at T1 or T2 (17% vs. 38%), 2 (1, N ϭ 82) ϭ 4.530, p ϭ .033. Notably, there was no association between relinquishment status and recruitment site, 2 (1, N ϭ 82) ϭ 2.093, p ϭ .335. With the current sample size, chi-square analyses with 1 degree of freedom had power of .80 for the detection of medium (w ϭ .30) effects at ␣ ϭ .05. Chi-square analyses with 2 degrees of freedom had power of .70 for the detection of such effects.
Identity relinquishment and developmental histories. ANOVAs were conducted to test whether women who relinquished their sexual-minority identities had, at T1, reported later ages of first same-sex attractions, sexual questioning, same-sex sexual contact, or sexual-minority identification. None of these analyses detected significant effects of relinquishment status (Table 3 presents descriptive statistics and effect sizes), F same-sex attractions (1, 80) Ͻ 0.01, p ϭ .93, F sexual questioning (1, 80) ϭ 0.89, p ϭ .35, F sexual contact (1, 77) ϭ 2.23, p ϭ .14, F identification (1, 80) ϭ 0.49, p ϭ .49. As can be seen in Table 3 , women who maintained their sexual-minority identities underwent these developmental milestones at approximately the same ages as women who relinquished their sexual-minority identities by T3 (as reported in Diamond, 1998 , there were no significant differences between T1 lesbians, bisexuals, and unlabeled women in the timing of these milestones). It should be noted that the largest effect detected-the age of first same-sex sexual contact-was actually in the opposite direction than predicted: Women in the relinquish group had slightly younger rather than older ages of first samesex contact. Results of each ANOVA were the same when repeated with the relinquish subgroups (see means and effect sizes in Table 3 ). Next, a chi-square analysis was conducted to test whether the context of first questioning (same-sex attractions, reported by 46% of women; exposure to a facilitating environment, reported by 38%; or a single emotional same-sex bond, reported by 16%) was significantly related to relinquishment. There was no association between these variables, 2 (2, N ϭ 81) ϭ 2.516, p ϭ .284. Of women who maintained their identities, 51% questioned as a result of same-sex attractions, 36% because of a facilitating environment, and 14% because of a single emotional bond. These percentages were 32%, 45%, and 23%, respectively, among women who relinquished their identities (within the relinquish-unlabeled subgroup, they were 33%, 42%, and 25%, respectively; within the relinquish-heterosexual subgroup, they were 30%, 50%, and 20%, respectively; these percentages were not significantly different).
Finally, a chi-square analysis was conducted to test whether women who maintained their identities were more likely than women who relinquished their identities to have reported, at T1, childhood indicators of same-sex sexuality (attraction to or fascination with the same sex, feelings of "differentness," or genderatypicality). Altogether, 57% of the sample reported at least one of these indicators. Women who maintained their identities were not disproportionately likely to have reported these indicators, 2 (1, N ϭ 82) ϭ 0.490, p ϭ .483. In fact, they were slightly less likely to do so than women who maintained sexual-minority identities (55% vs. 63%). Within the relinquish-unlabeled and relinquishheterosexual subgroups, 60% and 66%, respectively, reported childhood indicators, and these percentages were not significantly different.
Identity relinquishment and sexual/emotional attractions. Two repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted to examine (separately) sexual and emotional attractions. For each analysis, the between-subjects factor was T3 identity relinquishment and the repeated factor was same-sex attractions at T1, T2, and T3, all represented as percentages ranging from 0 to 100. The predicted decline in attractions within the relinquish group was expected to manifest itself as a significant linear trend, testable with a polynomial contrast.
3 Such a decline was not expected within the maintain group, and thus a significant interaction was expected between relinquish/maintain status and the repeated factor. Power analyses designed for repeated measures ANOVAs (Bakeman & McArthur, 1999) determined that power was .80 for the detection of such an interaction, assuming that it explained at least 3% of variance. Analysis of sexual attractions revealed a significant between-subjects effect of relinquishment, F(1, 75) ϭ 12.40, p Ͻ .001, and a significant within-subjects trial effect, F(2, 74) ϭ 3.52, p Ͻ .04. As expected, women who relinquished their identities started out with lower percentages of same-sex sexual attractions at T1 and maintained those lower levels throughout the entire study. There was no significant interaction between relinquishment group and the repeated factor, and follow-up polynomial contrasts showed no linear decline in attractions within the relinquish group; rather there was a significant quadratic effect on attractions across both groups, F(2, 75) ϭ 3.92, p Ͻ .03; specifically, percentages of same-sex other attractions increased between T1 and T2, but then returned to T1 levels by T3 (T1 and T3 attractions were not significantly different).
When these analyses were repeated with emotional attractions at T1, T2, and T3 as the dependent variables, there was a significant effect of relinquishment, F(1, 75) ϭ 10.44, p Ͻ .002, and a significant interaction between relinquishment and the repeated factor, F(2, 75) ϭ 3.75, p Ͻ .03. As with sexual attractions, women who relinquished their identities started out with lower percentages of same-sex emotional attractions at T1 and maintained those lower levels throughout the entire study. Follow-up contrasts conducted within each group showed no linear decline in attractions within the relinquish group; rather, there was a significant linear increase in emotional same-sex attractions within the maintain group, F(2, 75) ϭ 3.30, p Ͻ .05.
The overall pattern of results was the same when analyses were repeated using the relinquish subgroups, but group comparisons established that the difference between the relinquish-unlabeled group and the maintain group was not statistically significant (see means and effect sizes for all group comparisons in Table 4 ). This pattern of results is represented in Figure 1 , which displays means and standard errors for T1 and T3 sexual same-sex attractions among respondents who maintained versus relinquished their identities.
Identity relinquishment and sexual behavior. An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to test whether women who relinquished their sexual-minority identities engaged in less frequent same-sex sexual contact between T1 and T3 than women who maintained their sexual-minority identities (Table 4 presents descriptive statistics and effect sizes for these analyses, including comparisons between the relinquish subgroups). The first analysis focused on the relative frequency of same-sex to other-sex behav-3 Coefficients for polynomial tests were derived to account for the fact that the intervals between assessments were not evenly spaced. The coefficients for first-order (linear) polynomial tests were Ϫ7, Ϫ1, and 8, and the coefficients for second-order (quadratic) tests were 3, Ϫ5, and 2. a Two women who had undergone identity changes between Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2) but who were not successfully recontacted at Time 3 (T3) are included in the totals (one bisexual to heterosexual and one lesbian to unlabeled). Two women who had identified as lesbian at T1 and T2 but who were not successfully recontacted at T3 are not included in the totals, because it is unknown whether they underwent changes after T2. b Two women had been unlabeled at T1, heterosexual at T2, and unlabeled again at T3; they are classified under "all identities to heterosexual." Another had been unlabeled at T1, bisexual at T2, and unlabeled again at T3. c This total does not include 1 woman (tabulated as lesbian to bisexual) who had identified as bisexual at T1, lesbian at T2, and bisexual at T3, and 1 woman (tabulated as lesbian to unlabeled) who had identified as bisexual at T1, lesbian at T2, and unlabeled at T3.
ior, represented as the percentage of sexual partners from T1 to T3 that were of the same sex. The ratio of same-sex to other-sex attractions between T1 and T3 was entered as a covariate. The results demonstrated that women who relinquished their sexualminority identities had significantly smaller ratios of same-sex to other-sex sexual contact than women who maintained their identities, even after adjusting for ratios of same-sex to other-sex attractions, F(1, 76) ϭ 5.78, p Ͻ .02.
4
To examine how women's sexual behavior had changed from T1 to T3, each woman's percentage of same-sex sexual contact between T1 and T2 was subtracted from her percentage of samesex contact between T2 and T3, such that positive difference scores represent an increase in the relative frequency of same-sex sexual contact. An ANCOVA was conducted with these difference scores as dependent measures (and percentage of same-sex attractions entered as a covariate) to test whether women who relinquished their sexual-minority identities were disproportionately likely to report significant decreases in their percentage of samesex contact, controlling for their sexual attractions. This was the case, F(1, 74) ϭ 4.71, p Ͻ .04. When this analysis was repeated with the relinquishment subgroups, group comparisons established that the difference between the relinquish-heterosexual group and the maintain group was not statistically significant (see detailed means and effect sizes for all group comparisons in Table 4 ). The overall pattern of results is graphically presented in Figure 2 , which displays the mean percentage of overall sexual contact pursued with the same sex in the period between T1 and T2 and the period between T2 and T3, stratified by relinquishment group.
Themes in narrative descriptions of sexual identity. Table 5 presents the percentage of women in the relinquish and maintain groups (and the relinquish subgroups) who reported each of the following themes when describing how they currently perceived their sexual identity: ambivalence about labeling, uncertainty about the future, love depends on the person and not the gender, labels are limiting, and sexuality is fluid. Women in the relinquish group were significantly more likely to report ambivalence about labeling, 2 (1, N ϭ 80) ϭ 13.00, p ϭ .001, and less likely (albeit only at the trend level) to report perceiving their sexuality as fluid, 2 (1, N ϭ 80) ϭ 2.637, p ϭ .100. Comparisons between the relinquish subgroups revealed that the unlabeled subgroup was significantly more likely than the heterosexual subgroup to report ambivalence about labeling, 2 (1, N ϭ 20) ϭ 10.476, p ϭ .001, and significantly more likely to describe their sexuality as fluid, 2 (1, N ϭ 20) ϭ 4.0961, p ϭ .043. They were also less likely to report uncertainty about the future, to report that love depends on the person, and to report that labels were limiting, albeit these differences were significant at only the trend level, 2 (1, N ϭ 20) ϭ 2.888, p ϭ .089. Examples of these responses and their relevance for interpreting long-term sexual identity development are addressed in greater detail below.
Discussion
This study confirms that not all women who claim sexualminority identities during adolescence and young adulthood continue to do so indefinitely. In this sample of predominantly White, well-educated women, over one fourth relinquished their lesbian or bisexual identities over a 5-year period. Half of these women returned to heterosexual identifications; the other half stopped labeling their sexuality altogether. Women who relinquished their sexuality-minority identities reported significant declines in their same-sex behavior over the 5-year assessment period, yet their attractions did not significantly change. Notably, women who ended up reidentifying as heterosexual had reported disproportion- Note. Following Cohen (1988) , effect size (d) is defined as the difference between group means, divided by their pooled standard variation. PV represents these effect sizes as the percentage of variance in the dependent variable explained by the independent variable. All effect sizes reported in this table represent comparisons with the "Maintained identity" group except in the last column. As noted in the text, none of these means were statistically different from one another at ␣ ϭ .05 or ␣ ϭ .10.
ately small percentages of sexual and emotional attractions to women from the very beginning of the study. Contrary to expectation, identity relinquishment was not related to the timing and context of a woman's initial sexual identity development. There were no significant differences between women who relinquished versus maintained their sexual-minority identities with regard to the age at which they reported having first experienced same-sex attractions, first questioned their sexual identities, first experienced same-sex sexual contact, or first identified as sexual minorities. Women who relinquished their identities were not disproportionately likely to have initially questioned their sexuality as a result of environmental factors (such as taking a women's studies class) or singular relationships (i.e., falling in love with one specific woman) rather than generalized attractions for the same sex. Also, they were just as likely as women who maintained their identities to have recollected childhood "indicators" of same-sex sexuality such as early gender atypicality.
Although findings of "no association" are often dismissed as uninterpretable, this study exemplifies a case in which null findings communicate important information about the phenomenon of interest (Greenwald, 1975) . Specifically, these results challenge the long-standing assumption that women whose same-sex sexuality expresses itself at an early age, and whose sexual questioning is prompted by internal versus external cues, are more "authenti- cally" gay and therefore more likely to maintain a sexual-minority identity over time. Regardless of whether she became aware of same-sex attractions at age 10 versus age 20, and regardless of whether she questioned her identity because of same-sex fantasies or because of taking a women's studies class, the best way to predict the long-term course of her sexual-minority identification is to examine her attractions and behavior, not her developmental history. Clearly, these findings require replication before reliable generalizations can be made to the overall population of female sexual minorities. Specifically, the fact that many analyses in the current study had sufficient power only to detect moderate effects raises the question of whether some of the null findings are artifactual. However, the means and effect sizes in Tables 3 and 4 provide converging evidence of the lack of association between relinquishment status and developmental history. Another concern is that only 10 women reported the most extreme cases of relinquishment-giving up sexual-minority identities for heterosexual identities-making it difficult to draw robust conclusions about this phenomenon. Of course, this is an inevitable byproduct of the fact that such transitions appear to be fairly atypical (although their actual prevalence remains unknown). To capture a substantially larger and more representative sample of such women, future longitudinal research would have to begin with a much larger and more diverse sample of female sexual minorities, which obviously poses logistical problems. Thus, although the current study is limited by its small and nonrepresentative sample, it is nonetheless valuable for providing the Note. Some women's responses reflected more than one theme, and thus totals within groups are not displayed because they sum to more than 100%. a Significantly different from "Maintained identity" group using ␣ Ͻ .10. a* Significantly different from "Maintained identity" group using ␣ Ͻ .05.
b Significantly different from "Relinquish subgroup: Heterosexual" group using ␣ Ͻ .10. b* Significantly different from "Relinquish subgroup: Heterosexual" group using ␣ Ͻ .05. first empirical observations of sexual-minority identity relinquishment as it occurs.
The relevance of developmental trajectories. Although this study found that the timing and context of a woman's sexual identity development was a poor predictor of identity relinquishment over a 5-year period, this does not indicate that developmental factors are irrelevant for understanding interindividual differences in the long-term course of sexual attraction, behaviors, and identities. Rather, the present findings highlight the need for future research to more rigorously model the hypothetical relationship between an individual's sexual-developmental trajectory and his or her pattern of same-sex and other-sex sexuality. As Diamond and Savin-Williams (2000) noted, variables such as "age of first attractions" are the subject of frequent investigation in studies of interindividual variability in sexual-minority populations, but the rationale for this focus is rarely explicitly specified.
Clearly, future theory and research must strive to identify the specific mechanisms through which particular patterns of sexual identity development might be associated with the nature and long-term course of sexual attractions, behaviors, and identities. Furthermore, researchers must attend to a broader set of developmental variables. For example, Diamond and Savin-Williams (2000) suggested that the subjective quality of an individual's same-sex versus other-sex attractions and relationships might be more predictive of later identity outcomes than their timing, yet few studies of sexual identity development collect data appropriate for exploring this possibility.
Current and prior patterns of attractions and behavior. In contrast to the findings regarding developmental trajectories, women's current and prior attractions and behavior were associated with identity relinquishment. As expected, women that eventually relinquished their sexual-minority identities had been pursuing less and less same-sex behavior over the 5-year period of the study (as displayed in Figure 2 ). Yet their same-sex attractions did not show similar declines. These findings are consistent with the notion that identity relinquishment does not represent a fundamental change in sexual orientation itself, but rather a change in how women interpret and act on their sexual orientation. Specifically, it appears that women with sexual and emotional attractions to both sexes often find it difficult to maintain a sexual-minority identity in the face of increasing and/or predominant other-sex behavior, consistent with the findings of Rust (1992) .
Identifying as bisexual did not seem to provide a ready solution to this problem: Bisexuality is frequently misinterpreted or denigrated by both heterosexuals and sexual minorities as promiscuity, indecisiveness, or immaturity (Fox, 1995) . As one respondent in the current study said, "I feel sort of uncomfortable calling myself bisexual because if I'm talking to a guy, it's the usual thing: 'Oh, so do you do this and that and the other thing?' And if I'm talking to a gay woman, then she's like, 'Oh, really. I can't trust you.' " Another noted, "A lot of people that I talk to say 'Well, you know bisexuality is just one step up from one or the other, so you're not actually bisexual, you're actually on your way to becoming either straight or gay.' " Researchers have long noted that contemporary sexual identity labels oversimplify the nature and experience of same-sex sexuality (Golden, 1996; Rust, 1993) ; clearly, this leaves many women with nonexclusive attractions with few options other than relinquishing lesbian/bisexual labels when they perceive that their experiences contradict lesbian/bisexual norms.
Of course, contemporary notions of sexual orientation also oversimplify (or more commonly, simply ignore) the phenomenon of heterosexuality (for exceptions and critiques, see Hyde & Jaffee, 2000; Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1993) , and the findings of this study suggest that traditional models of heterosexual development also require revision. Given the prevalence of nonexclusivity (Laumann et al., 1994) and plasticity (Baumeister, 2000) in women's sexuality, the meaning and implications of same-sex attractions and behavior within the normative female heterosexual life course deserve further scrutiny. For example, should we view the T3 heterosexuals-who had disproportionately small percentages of same-sex attractions throughout the entire study-as "marginal" bisexuals or open-minded and experimental heterosexuals? The impossibility of definitively answering this question illustrates the importance of supplementing quantitative analyses of attractions and behavior with qualitative analyses of women's own interpretations of the links and distinctions between their attractions, behaviors, and identities.
Women's interpretations of sexual identity change. One notable finding of the content analyses of women's sexual identity narratives was that women who relinquished their identities were disproportionately less likely to endorse a notion of sexuality as inherently fluid. This suggests that acknowledging and accepting one's capacity for diverse, fluctuating desires and experiences might actually promote stability in sexual identification by eliminating the implicit pressure to jettison one's identity label once it is contradicted by novel feelings or behaviors. This perspective is reflected in many women's responses: "I think I've become more comfortable in looking at [sexuality] as a continuum. . . . all of my life I have been attracted to both men and women, and I have come to a comfortable place of calling myself a lesbian in spite of that." Another noted, "I have this male friend I sleep with, like once a year. It doesn't bother me, I don't feel like anybody is going to take my 'lesbian license' away or anything."
In contrast, women with more rigid notions of sexuality found that the only way to reconcile mismatches between behavior and identity was to switch identities. As one woman said, "I think I still have the same orientation, but things are different because now I'm in a heterosexual relationship, and it's pretty serious and I guess that's what basically forms my identity." Another noted, "[My gay friends] have never really been comfortable with me identifying as bisexual, considering all the relationships that I've been having with men. So in order to appease them, I'm coming out as heterosexual."
Notions of sexual fluidity also appear important for understanding distinctions between women who relinquished sexual-minority identities for heterosexual versus unlabeled identities. The main quantitative difference between these groups was that the heterosexual women reported disproportionately lower same-sex attractions and behavior throughout the study; however both groups had similar developmental histories, and both reported drops in samesex behavior between T1 and T3. Yet the qualitative analyses demonstrated that they interpreted their experiences differently. As shown in Table 5 , women in the unlabeled subgroup were disproportionately likely to report ambivalence about labeling, to describe their sexuality as fluid, to report uncertainty about the future, and to report that labels were limiting. This suggests that whereas women in the heterosexual subgroup perceived heterosexual identification as a viable solution to the problem posed by their nonexclusive attractions and behavior, this was not the case for women in the unlabeled subgroup. As one of these women remarked, "I don't really think that labels adequately or accurately describe anybody. I think you can be with a man your whole life and still be a lesbian and I think you can be with a man and a woman, back and forth, and still not be bisexual."
Another important finding that emerged from women's responses was the fact that relinquishing lesbian and bisexual identification did not entail relinquishing same-sex sexuality. Rather, all of the women in the sample acknowledged the possibility for future same-sex attractions and/or behavior. As one heterosexually identified woman said, "I never found another [girl] that made me want to be her girlfriend. So I started to think that maybe I'm not as gay as I thought I was. But I'm still completely open. If I meet another woman, then fine." Another remarked, "I'm mainly straight, but I'm one of those people who, if the right circumstance came along, would change my viewpoint. The only thing constant is change." These are important observations given the ongoing debate over whether it is possible (or ethical) to change individuals' sexual orientations through "conversion therapy" (Stein, 1996) . The fact that all of the women in the relinquish group continued to experience same-sex attractions, coupled with the overall longitudinal stability of attractions in the sample as a whole, suggests that same-sex desires are far less amenable to (conscious or unconscious) change than are behavior and identity. This mitigates against the success of therapies aimed at altering sexual minorities' predispositions for same-sex partners.
These findings also suggest that it is inappropriate to interpret identity relinquishment as an admission that one's previous sexualminority identity was "wrong." Only one woman in the sample interpreted her prior sexual-minority identification as a phase, and even she acknowledged the possibility of same-sex sexuality in the future. The remaining women spoke in more complex terms about subtle changes and reassessments in other-sex and same-sex feelings and behaviors, and many expressed concern that their personal transformations might be misinterpreted as "proof" that most self-identified lesbian/gay/bisexual youth are just confused about their sexuality. As one woman said, "It's my own individual process I'm going through. I don't talk about it much, because I don't want straight people to think that all bisexuals will 'grow out of it' or that they will eventually want to marry a man." Another noted, "Even though I don't call myself a lesbian anymore, I totally cringe when people say 'Oh, was that a phase,' ugh! That's not it at all, and I'm still attracted to women." Thus, the results of this study highlight the extent to which nonexclusivity and plasticity in women's attractions and behaviors potentiate multiple transitions in identification and behavior over the life course. Clearly, we require more extensive longitudinal research on the nature, prevalence, and relevance of such transitions, and how individuals with different backgrounds and different environments integrate such changes into their self-concepts.
Limitations of the study. Like the overwhelming majority of research on sexual minorities, the current study relies on a convenience sample of respondents drawn from gay, lesbian, and bisexual activities and organizations, as well as college courses on gender and sexuality, and thus cannot be considered representative of sexual-minority women. The sample comprises predominantly White, middle-class, and highly educated women, and a critical priority for future research is longitudinal investigation of larger and more diverse populations of sexual minorities, particularly ethnic minorities, individuals living in rural or isolated environments, and individuals of lower socioeconomic status (as noted above, sample size is also an important issue, given the power considerations involved in comparing small subgroups). Furthermore, all of the women in the current sample began to question their sexuality before reaching the age of 23, whereas some sexualminority women do not do so until middle or late adulthood (Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1995) . Whether this influences the prospects for identity relinquishment is unknown.
Of more importance, the current study focused only on women, and thus it is not clear whether the same findings would be observed among men. It is also not known whether identity relinquishment itself is less common among men than among women. Although self-report data indicate that many heterosexually identified men recall having experimented with same-sex contact in childhood or early adolescence (Laumann et al., 1994) , it does not appear common for such men to actually identify as gay at that time. Clearly, longitudinal investigations of gender differences in sexual identity formation and relinquishment would make important contributions to current conceptualizations of gender, sexual orientation, sexual identity, and sexual fluidity.
